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6.1.3 Visual Character and Quality 

6.1.3.1 Landform Alteration 

The project site is developed and relatively level with an approximate 10-foot existing grade differential. 
There are no steep slopes or other notable landforms within the site. Alvarado Creek sits slightly lower 
than the adjacent development pads as it traverses the site. Project construction would involve grading 
nearly all of the site to raise the existing grade above the base floodplain elevation, but existing 
landforms and topographic conditions would essentially remain the same. Upon project development, 
the site would be relatively level with four building pads and a channelized watercourse. The adjacent 
slopes to the immediate south would not be affected. Therefore, the project would not result in a 
substantial change to existing landforms.  

6.1.3.2 Development Patterns and Forms 

The proposed development would be consistent with the development patterns in the surrounding 
area. The proposed project would entail the redevelopment of the existing RV resort with a multi-family 
residential development on a 12-acre site that is surrounded by existing development mostly comprised 
of residential and commercial uses. Surrounding residential development includes a mixture of single-
family homes and multi-family complexes. There are several apartment buildings atop the mesa to the 
south (along Saranac Avenue, 73rd Street, Mohawk Avenue, and Comanche Drive), as well as along 
Parkway Drive across the I-8 to the north. These buildings range in size and scale and are generally 
aligned along the I-8 corridor. Consistent with this visual pattern, the proposed project would add 
another multi-family development along this corridor. 

Building forms associated with the proposed residential buildings would be similar to those of 
surrounding multi-family developments, consisting of a grouping of similarly designed multi-story, 
geometrically shaped buildings configured within individual sites. While shape and scale of buildings 
differ, this overall development pattern is evident. Thus, the project would not introduce a new land use 
or new type of building form that does not currently exist in the immediate area. 

6.1.3.3 Massing and Scale 

The proposed project would remove existing on-site elements, including paved RV spaces, five buildings, 
overhead utility lines and poles, and vegetation (including a large palm tree stand) and construct four 
multi-story buildings that would cover most of the 12-acre site. The buildings would be up to 85 feet tall 
with rectilinear building forms and strong line elements. Three of the proposed buildings would be 
similar in terms of bulk and scale and one building would be smaller in scale but generally at the same 
height. The buildings would be of the same construction type and would include parking garages on the 
lower levels with the residential units constructed on a podium deck above the parking levels. Given the 
size of the proposed buildings and overall lot coverage, the proposed development would be more 
intensive than surrounding developments in terms of bulk and scale. The development intensity at the 
site would substantially increase over the existing condition and even upon construction, would be 
greater than existing development in the project area. The project site, however, has been 
contemplated for redevelopment with more intensive development. Specifically, the site is identified as 
a Smart Growth Opportunity Area in SANDAG’s Smart Growth Concept Map (SANDAG 2016a). The site is 
shown as a Community Center, which has minimum residential densities of 20 du/ac served by 
high-frequency transit services and is described as a potential transit-oriented development adjacent to 
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the 70th Street Trolley Station (SANDAG 2016b). The site has also been identified by the City for some 
time as a redevelopment opportunity site. Additionally, the General Plan designation of Regional Serving 
Commercial allows for high-density residential developments. The Land Use and Urban Design Element 
of the City’s General Plan identifies “redevelopment potential for more intensive mixed-use projects 
located near the 70th Street Trolley Station in the Alvarado Creek area. Sites in this area are designated 
for Regional Serving Commercial uses to contribute to the local economy, such as office, hotel, multi-
family or mixed-use development.”  

Because the proposed Specific Plan prescribes a “form-based” concept for the proposed buildings, no 
specific architectural styles or treatments for the proposed buildings are identified at the Specific Plan 
level. However, the buildings would incorporate common design elements and treatments utilizing a 
mixture of wood, metal, and glass materials. Architectural treatments such as articulations, varied roof 
lines, window and entry treatments, and provision of balconies and sky decks would also be 
incorporated into the building design to reduce mass effects of the vertical facades on the buildings. The 
podium decks would also provide relief along the building facades. 

Each building would vary in shape depending on the building pad, and separation would be provided 
between each building so as not to create a uniform appearance or an uninterrupted building façade. 
Project entries, landscaped areas, and the enhanced Alvarado Creek would provide separation between 
some of the buildings to reduce massing effects. In addition, proposed landscaping at the site along the 
perimeter, building facades, and common areas would interrupt and visually soften structure massing 
effects. 

6.1.3.4 Public Views 

As discussed in Section 5.2.1, views of the project from public vantage points would primarily be 
available from I-8, surrounding local roadways, the Green Line trolley corridor, and the 70th Street 
Trolley Station. The largest number of viewers, as well as viewers having the most direct views onto the 
project site from public viewpoints, would be traveling along I-8, Alvarado Road, and the trolley corridor. 
These views would be open and project elements would be in the foreground. Views from local 
roadways within residential neighborhoods to the south would mostly be obscured due to intervening 
development, vegetation, and topography. From these areas, multi-family residential uses, an improved 
Alvarado Road frontage, and an enhanced Alvarado Creek would replace existing views of the RV resort 
and palm trees. Changes to the existing visual character and quality of the project site and surroundings 
are discussed below for each of these public vantage points. 

Figure 17 depicts a conceptual perspective of the project from eastbound I-8. Following implementation 
of the project, views from I-8 toward the project site would be dominated by the proposed buildings. 
Foreground views would encompass the building facades and streetscape along Alvarado Road, as well 
as the existing billboards that would remain. Glimpses of an existing multi-family residential building can 
be seen in the middle ground in the right side of the concept. Existing off-site vegetation is also visible in 
the middle ground in between the proposed on-site buildings. Background views are generally limited to 
the sky. 

Figure 18 depicts a conceptual perspective of the project from Alvarado Road near the eastern project 
boundary. Views of the site would be dominated by the proposed residential buildings. From this 
vantage point, the dominance of the buildings would be perceived as more apparent because of the 
adjacency of these new elements to Alvarado Road and the corresponding view angle from this vantage 
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point. As shown, foreground views would encompass the multi-story buildings and to a lesser extent, 
the improved Alvarado Road frontage. The new sidewalk, street lights, streetscape plantings, and 
pedestrian bridge (over Alvarado Creek) can be seen along the site frontage. Also visible is one of the 
project access roads (in the left portion of the concept) that is lined with landscaping. Elements in the 
middle ground are subdued by the larger project elements in the foreground, but the existing Alvarado 
Creek channel is visible on the north side of Alvarado Road (right side of the concept).  

Figure 19 depicts a conceptual perspective of the project representative of viewpoints south of the 
project site at the trolley facilities. The perspective is a bird’s eye view looking downward at the project 
site as opposed to a ground-level view characteristic of a viewer along the trolley corridor (either 
traveling on the trolley or at the 70th Street Trolley Station) and thus encompasses a more expansive 
view; nonetheless, this perspective is a conservative representation of views from the adjacent trolley 
facilities. Project elements visible in the foreground include the enhanced Alvarado Creek and verdant 
riparian corridor, as well as portions of proposed on-site buildings (as seen in the right side of the 
concept). In the middle ground, the proposed buildings, outdoor courtyard and pool, and the pedestrian 
promenade along the enhanced creek are visible. Background views of hillsides are barely visible and 
likely would not be visible from the viewing angles provided at the grade of the trolley and trolley 
station. As seen, the buildings in the middle ground are the most dominant visual element from this 
vantage point, creating new strong rectilinear built forms. The buildings however are somewhat muted 
and softened by the meandering riparian corridor along the enhanced creek and trees and other 
landscaping along the site perimeter and building facades. 

The project would result in a notable change to the existing visual condition from these public 
viewpoints. The existing trees (palms and other), RVs, and overhead utility lines and poles at the site 
would be replaced with large multi-story residential buildings, an enhanced Alvarado Creek, and an 
improved Alvarado Road frontage. While the scale of the buildings would be new dominant features 
within this viewshed, they would not represent new visual elements as other multi-story buildings are 
present in the immediate area, including apartment buildings on the mesa to the south and across the 
freeway to north, as well as the Allied Plaza commercial building located off Alvarado Road to the 
southeast. Furthermore, project elements would not obstruct any scenic resources from these vantages 
or modify horizon views of the open sky. Although the existing assembly of mature palm trees would be 
removed from the site, palm trees would be planted along the Alvarado Road frontage to provide a 
visual reference to the existing trees. Additional project landscaping along the improved Alvarado Road 
frontage and within and along the site perimeter would provide increased visual unity. Enhancements to 
Alvarado Creek, including removal of non-native vegetation, installation of native species, and provision 
of improved hydrologic flow within the channel, would also contribute to improved visual conditions at 
the site. 

Although very different in character from the existing condition, the project would be visually 
compatible with surrounding development. Multi-story residential developments occur in the project 
area; building forms and design elements would be compatible with these existing elements. The new 
buildings would be consistent in terms of line, color, texture, treatments, styles, and form that would 
create a cohesive development within the site. Proposed landscaping would also be visually compatible 
with surrounding development and the enhanced Alvarado Creek, in combination with project 
landscaping, would provide for increased visual unity throughout the site. The proposed buildings would 
be memorable elements given their relative scale, massing, and configuration. The enhanced Alvarado 
Creek corridor would also provide a memorable site element. While the project would remove the 
Mexican fan palm tree stand that is considered a landmark in the General Plan, proposed landscaping 
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includes the planting of palm trees along the Alvarado Road frontage that would provide a reference to 
the existing trees. Consequently, the project would result in increased vividness. The configuration of 
the proposed buildings with their similar scale/forms and incorporation of common design elements 
would increase the intactness of the site upon project development. The buildings would be buffered 
from the enhanced Alvarado Creek by pedestrian promenades and recreation/common areas thereby 
avoiding encroachment of built and natural elements from one another. The removal of the overhead 
utility lines would further contribute to increased intactness. Overall, the visual quality from these 
viewpoints would be increased based on the added visual interest and increased visual unity, vividness, 
and intactness. 

6.1.3.5 Zoning and Scenic Quality Regulations 

The project site is located within an urbanized area within the City. While the site is currently zoned 
C-M-F-D (Commercial Manufacturing-Flood Overlay-Design Overlay), the project proposes to create an 
Alvarado Specific Plan Overlay Zone that would establish development regulations for the site, including 
those pertaining to visual quality. Therefore, there are no applicable scenic quality regulations 
associated with the underlying base zone classification that govern the site. The proposed Specific Plan 
prescribes a “form-based” development approach and site-specific design recommendations and criteria 
to be implemented as part of the Site Development Plan review process at the project level to guide site 
design principals for development in accordance with the Specific Plan. 

The project site is within an Urban Design Overlay Zone. As required, all new development within the 
Urban Design Overlay Zone is subject to the requirements of the Urban Design Program and approval by 
the Design Review Board. Projects within this overlay zone are evaluated in part for their compliance 
and their incorporation of unique design criteria that pertain to visually sensitive areas. The proposed 
Specific Plan however would include site-specific design recommendations and criteria for development 
within the project site that would supersede those required by the Urban Design Program. Compliance 
with the Specific Plan design criteria would ensure that the new structures provide an appropriate level 
of design character and quality to be a good fit within the context of the project area and broader 
community.  

The project would be consistent with applicable goals, objectives, and policies contained in the Land Use 
and Urban Design Element of the General Plan that relate to visual resources. Project consistency with 
these applicable goals, objectives, and policies (which are identified in Section 3.2 of this report) are 
summarized in Table 1 below.  
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Table 1  
SCENIC QUALITY POLICY CONSISTENCY ANALYSIS 

Goal/Objective/Policy Consistency Analysis 

Goal UD – 1: A built environment that contributes to 
the qualities distinguishing La Mesa’s unique 
community identity.  

The proposed project would not adversely affect views 
from designated vistas or substantially damage scenic 
resources or protected views that are identified in the 
General Plan as contributing to La Mesa’s community 
image. Refer to Sections 6.1.1 and 6.1.2. 

Objective UD-1.1: To protect La Mesa’s existing built 
environment and cultural heritage. 

As discussed in Section 6.1.3.4, the overall visual quality 
of the site would be improved upon project 
implementation. The existing on-site structures are not 
historical resources and thus, their demolition and 
removal would not adversely affect resources that 
contribute to La Mesa’s cultural heritage. 

Policy UD-1.1.1: The visual quality and continuity of 
the community will be enhanced through consistent 
circulation patterns, definition of community edges 
and boundaries, distinct gateways and nodes, and 
removal of visually disruptive elements.  

Project implementation would not change existing 
circulation patterns and would not obfuscate any 
community edges or boundaries. No identified 
gateways or nodes are located on or immediately 
adjacent to the site. As discussed in Section 6.1.3.4, the 
overall visual quality of the site would be improved 
upon project implementation due, in part, to the 
removal of existing non-native invasive vegetation and 
debris within Alvarado Creek and construction of a 
cohesive development with consistent design elements. 

Goal UD-2: Well-designed development based upon 
proven urban design principles.  

The project entails construction of a multi-family 
development with an integrated design approach 
guided by the framework provided in the proposed 
Specific Plan. The proposed development would be 
subject to design review in conjunction with the Site 
Development Plan process, which would include a 
consistency analysis with the site-specific design criteria 
contained in the Specific Plan. 

Objective UD-2.1: Preserve and enhance the 
aesthetic, environmental, economic, and social 
character of La Mesa through careful design review 
decisions. 

The project entails construction of a multi-family 
development with an integrated design approach 
guided by the framework provided in the proposed 
Specific Plan. The proposed development would be 
subject to design review in conjunction with the Site 
Development Plan process, which would include a 
consistency analysis with the site-specific design criteria 
contained in the Specific Plan. 

Policy UD-2.1.1: Give careful attention to Urban 
Design Standards related to building scale, 
architectural materials, landscaping, and other 
elements to emphasize attractive building and site 
design in new developments and redevelopments. 

The project entails construction of a multi-family 
development with an integrated design approach 
guided by the framework provided in the proposed 
Specific Plan. The proposed development would be 
subject to design review in conjunction with the Site 
Development Plan process, which would include a 
consistency analysis with the site-specific design criteria 
contained in the Specific Plan. 

 




